FEET OF CLAY

Then the door opened, catching a little, as it always did, on an un-
evenness in the parquet.

Jacqueline saw Gabriel come towards her, his tall shoulders covered
with beaver, his shirt front crumpled, his white tie hanging down below
his collar. She saw his face draw near.

She sat up, put her little naked feet on the parquet, and retreated as
far as she could against the pillar of the bed, seeking some way of
escape, not because Gabriel was drunk, but because his drunkenness,
during the journey through the night, had become transformed into a
fixed mask of demoniacal and demented joy.

She tried to cry: "Gabriel!"; but unfortunately uttered the word:
"Francois!"

Quickly, putting her hands out in front of her, she tried to scream, to
warn Gabriel, to bring him back to the level of human understanding.

But the stag's slot crashed down on the top of her temple, the scream
was strangled between her throat and teeth, and Jacqueline's head
banged against the oak pillar.                                                    *

Laverdure, lighting himself with his old wartime lighter made
from a little shell, was making his way along the passage on the first
floor.

"There, he's gone into Madame la Gomtesse's room, and at this
time of night too," he thought. "So there's no need for me ..."

He heard a strangled cry, but, though it was immediately cut short,
it was laden with such horror that Laverdure went on.

"What a liberty I'm taking! What a liberty I'm taking!" he thought
"Perhaps they're in bed together after all. What shall I look like?"

He automatically took off his cap and put it in the pocket of his
old coat.

The door of Diane's Chamber was ajar.

Laverdure saw " Monsieur le Comte" supporting with one hand, by
the collar of her nightdress, "Madame la Comtesse's" inert and sagging
body, and hitting her on the head. Under the horn life-preserver the
skull made a dull cracking sound.

Gabriel showed no surprise when he saw Laverdure come in, and
did not resist being led away from the corpse.

The huntsman felt Jacqueline's breast beneath his fingers and, as if
it were a forbidden thing, removed his hand.

"Monsieur le Comte will go to prison," thought Laverdure for a
moment. "The police... The newspapers ... And what about Mon-
sieur le Marquis and the children?"

With the huntsman's quick reflexes, he glanced round the room
with his flint-coloured eyes.

There was no disorder, not a trace of a struggle; a normally slept-in
bed.
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